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CHAPTER19

T

his chapter examiiies commercial advertising, with primary emphasis on
consumer-oriented advertisements for goods and services in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century America. It focuses on printed advertising media that
targeted readers as purchasers and end-users of goods, but it also includes sellers
who simultaneously advertised their goods and services both to readers/consumers
directly and to retailers who sold to end-users. In singling out commercial advertising,
this chapter makes a distinction that was not as sharp in early America, especially in the
eighteenth century. Commercial advertisements emerged gradually out of a wider array
of printed notices; the broadest OED definition of "advertisement" included any
announcement that was intended to convey information: "a (written) statement calling
attention to anything; a notification." A glance at the advertising section of any
eighteenth-century newspaper indicates the wide range such notices could take.
Along with commercial advertisements, they typically included notices about runaway
servants, slaves, and wives; lost or stray animals; property to rent or purchase; meetings
of societies and church groups; arrivals and departures of ships; and a wide variety of
legal notices. Many of these types of notices declined or disappeared in the nineteenth
century, amid a growing number of advertisements for consumer goods and services.
Other advertising media, including broadsides and magazine wrappers, also served
mixed purposes in both the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This diversity suggests that the people who distributed and read printed notices did not always conceive
of advertising as a specialized tool for communicating commercial messages, even as
commercial solicitations often comprised the majority of advertisements. Throughout
the eighteenth and, especially, nineteenth centuries, advertisements as commercial
notices gradually took a more distinctive shape within a growing and diversifying
culture of print. In other words, advertising increasingly referred to "selling" rather
than "announcing" as producers, suppliers, wholesalers, retailers, and others who
provided goods and services devised, adapted, and improved media intended for
marketing their wares.
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ADVERTISING IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA
Advertising in the antebellum era continued or adapted widespread practices developed over the course of the previous century. Although the volume, frequency, and
geographic reach of advertising dramatically increased due to technological changes
(especially in transportation and the printing trades) and westward expansion throughout the nineteenth century, promoters of consumer goods and services often made
innovations to longstanding methods rather than create new media or invent a culture
of advertising that did not previously exist in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. The growth of newspapers is a critically important context for understanding
eighteenth-century advertising: newspaper advertising was one of the oldest and by far
the most common form of advertising employed by merchants, shopkeepers, artisans,
and the general public. During the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,
newspapers, along with consumer goods, flowed from provincial locations within
Britain to the colonies in America. Colonists, like provincials within Britain, were
familiar with advertising in London newspapers even before American printers began
to publish local newspapers (Cranfield 1962; Ferdinand 1997).
Printers in the English provinces and the American colonies both initially looked to
London's newspapers as a model for their contents and their ordering, including the
placement of advertising. Printers at first consigned advertisements to the final page, as
did London papers. Printers in Philadelphia, for instance, adhered to this model in the
1720s through the 1740s, but after the middle of the century they distributed advertisements over all four pages of the typical weekly. Not long afterward, most of the city's
newspapers, including Benjamin Franklin and David Hall's Pennsylvania Gazette, began
to cluster advertisements on the first and last pages, in effect creating sections devoted to
advertising. So, ultimately, "the London model, while extremely powerful ... , did not
prevent ... experimenting with content and format" (Clark and Wetherell 1989: 283-4,
289, 291). Soon after, other colonial papers followed suit.
Newspaper advertisements were relatively inexpensive compared to job printing of
broadsides, handbills, trade cards, and other specialty items. Prices indicate that
running a newspaper advertisement would not have been a prohibitive expense for
moderately successful retailers and artisans, especially if they expected a return on their
investment in the form of new customers. Newspapers also had the advantage of
simultaneous distribution of advertisements to hundreds of readers. Circulation figures
based on printers' subscription lists-anywhere from 300 to 1,500 copies a week in the
colonial period and sometimes greater numbers after the Revolution-provide a
conservative estimate of the number of actual readers since a single issue was frequently
read by several members of a household, passed from subscribers to friends, or read by
multiple patrons in taverns, inns, and coffeehouses. Some issues were likely passed
around until they became dog-eared (Clark 1994: 206, 259).
Nor were newspapers read solely in the towns where they were printed. During most
of the eighteenth century American newspapers and the advertising in them had an
extended geographic reach. Published mostly in major port cities and other significant
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towns, post riders distributed them throughout the surrounding countryside and
beyond. For instance, Philadelphia's most successful newspapers circulated throughout
the city's increasingly well-integrated economic hinterland, which by the 1760s included towns and villages throughout Pennsylvania, Delaware, southern New Jersey, and
the northern Chesapeake. Faraway readers found many advertisements that indicated
some shopkeepers and artisans in Philadelphia solicited customers from a distance. In
the absence of local presses, some advertisers in colonial Baltimore, Wilmington,
Lancaster, and other towns also inserted their own advertisements into Philadelphia's
newspapers, apparently in an attempt to reach potential customers in their own locales.
A similar process unfolded in other regions prior to the Revolution.
During the last two decades of the century, the geography of newspaper distribution
changed. A printing boom after the Revolution in combination with the new status of
several growing cities as independent market centers spurred rapid growth of the press
outside the major coastal cities of the colonial era. This gave advertisers new local
options, but reduced the geographic reach of most newspapers and their advertisements. This trend accelerated at the end of the century by the Post Office Act of 1792,
which set postage rates that favored local newspapers circulating at distances of
less than one hundred miles and giving smaller newspapers in the countryside
some protection in their "own region[s] from competition with big-city journals"
(Pasley 2001: 48-9).
Although the geographic scope of port city newspapers contracted during the closing
decades of the eighteenth century, the sheer number of newspapers and, by extension,
advertisements increased dramatically during the same period, giving advertisers many
more outlets. Not only did newspapers proliferate in the last three decades of the
century, they also increased their frequency of publication. Most newspapers published
prior to the 1770s began as weekly publications. With fits and starts, several newspapers switched to semi-weekly publication during the late 1770s. In the 1780s, a
greater number of publishers founded newspapers with the intention of distributing
multiple issues each week, thus increasing the circulation of news and advertisements.
Several publishers tinkered with how much time should elapse between issues, and it
was in the final decades of the eighteenth century that some achieved daily publication.
The volume of newspaper advertisements kept pace with the proliferation of newspapers and their increased frequency of publication, which suggests that the demand
for paid advertisements helped to stimulate the expansion of newsprint. The expansion
of the amount of space devoted to paid advertising in any issue reinforces this. Many
newspapers filled a significant amount of column space with advertising, often devoting as much as half of any given issue to advertisements. Alternately, printers sometimes during the colonial era inserted a half sheet that consisted almost exclusively of
advertisements. On many occasions, printers apologized that there was not sufficient
space for all the advertisements they received, but assured readers that any that had not
been included in the current issue would surely appear in the next (Mott 1962: 104).
Lack of space became less of a problem following the boom in the printing industry
after the Revolution. The increased frequency of publication as printers transformed
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their weeklies into tri-weeklies and, eventually, daily newspapers initially diluted the
number of advertisements that appeared in any single issue, but advertising quickly
expanded in the more successful newspapers to fill the new space.
The reading public may have bought their newspapers to get the "freshest Advices,
Foreign and Domestick" (Zenger 1734), but they were also exposed to heavy doses of
advertising, contrary to the views of those who have thought that advertising was
fundamentally a phenomenon of the late nineteenth century and beyond (Pope 1983).
The printing boom that took place during the last three decades of the eighteenth
century went hand in hand with the growth of advertising. The proliferation of newspapers that has been yoked by many historians of political culture to the expansion of
political publics was also in part sustained by the desire of commercial men and women
to market their goods and services to potential customers.
Newspapers were the source of the greatest number of advertisements during the
eighteenth century, but shopkeepers, merchants, and artisans (especially printers)
distributed an impressive array of other print media for promoting their goods and
services to the general public. Simple modifications to one form of advertising often
yielded new media that themselves evolved into more sophisticated methods of
advertising, such as the transformation of the broadside into the subscription notice
for books, magazines, and newspapers. The aforementioned newspaper boom ushered
in a rise and refinement of many kinds of advertisements.
Broadsides suited for distribution as handbills to passersby or for posting around
town were among the earliest forms of printed advertising in the colonies. It is
impossible to say how many handbills and broadsides were printed and distributed
in eighteenth-century America. Those that have survived suggest that this form became
more common during the second half of the century, but surviving examples are
almost certainly a tiny proportion of these ephemeral items. As the eighteenth century
progressed, handbills and broadsides continued in use alongside several new forms of
stand-alone advertising. Old or new, these forms of advertising differed in one key
respect from advertisements that appeared in newspapers. Advertisers did not always
rely on printers' distribution networks to circulate their m·essages to the reading public.
Instead, printers produced these materials for their clients as individual batch jobs, and
the clients were then usually responsible for distributing the advertisements to potential customers-though the occasional entry in printers' ledgers, like that of Philadelphia's Robert Aitken, notes that their services included pasting handbills or broadsides
up around town (see entries for 9 September 1784, 2 October 1784, 23 June 1785, and
27 October 1786).
But to compensate for the absence of automated distribution to newspaper readers
who could number in the several hundreds, these assorted forms of stand-alone
advertising had several advantages. The sellers could post their broadsides in prominent places in urban centers as well as target customers individually with the smaller
handbills, trade cards, and billheads. Advertisers who, for example, invested in trade
cards to draw potential customers into their shops were providing them with tokens
or remembrances of their visits. The same was true of the many shopkeepers and
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artisans who elected to make out their receipts not on plain slips of paper but instead
on printed billheads. These and other business forms printed or engraved with the
entrepreneur's name, occupation, and location were portable. They reached into the
interiors of the buyers' homes and could also freely circulate throughout a city and
sometimes along the trade pathways that crisscrossed the Atlantic World. In short,
they yielded promotions that lasted long after the initial encounter between advertisers
and consumers.
Advertisers who distributed these media became more creative as they sought to
catch the eyes of potential customers. In the case of broadsides, they used variations in
fonts and woodcuts as the century progressed to update what was one of the earliest
forms of printed advertising (and they became increasingly bold in mixing images and
fonts of various sorts and sizes on broadsides in the nineteenth century). For instance,
in 1772 William Coats of Philadelphia issued a broadside that was especially notable for
its large woodcut depicting the interior of a retail shop filled with casks, crates, a set of
scales weighing sugar loafs, and several other items (Figure 19.1). Through its use of
fonts, it also singled out liquor, teas, sugar, and snuff from among the list of other goods
he sold, including chocolate and spices from around the world. Coats' list of groceries
was a sensual guide to the empire, a map that potential customers navigated through
pleasurable and pungent tastes and smells rather than with a compass. This broadside
and hundreds of others contributed greatly to the diversifying landscape of commercial
advertising in early America.
Newspapers and stand-alone forms of advertising did not exhaust the media that
merchants, shopkeepers, and artisans used to attract buyers. They also relied on other
forms of periodical literature, including almanacs and magazines. Almanacs featured
small numbers of advertisements in the early eighteenth century, but became an
increasingly popular medium for placing advertisements through the middle of the
century. Their use as mechanisms for delivering advertising then declined drastically in
the final third of the century, perhaps due in part to the greater variety of other
available forms of advertising that emerged during the printing boom that followed
the Revolution.
In contrast, magazines (and accompanying advertising materials) exploded in number during the early national era. In all, ninety-two magazines were published in
eighteenth-century America, the overwhelming majority (eighty per cent) after 1783
(Mott 1957: 787-91). These magazines offered new opportunities for advertisers as
printers developed two new media for publishing advertisements: magazine wrappers
and inserts. Publishers of magazines usually did not bind their monthly publications,
preferring to deliver them to subscribers in blue paper wrappers that typically featured
between two and eight pages of advertising. In general, advertisements did not appear
in the magazine proper. As a result, commercial messages were separated from
eighteenth-century magazines when bookbinders discarded the wrappers when they
bound together multiple issues into a single volume. A variety of inserts-including
trade cards, subscription notices, and book catalogs-were also removed at that time.
Given the number and variety of marketing media that circulated in the eighteenth
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century, early Americans encountered a visual and textual landscape of advertising
throughout urban ports and beyond.
ADVERTISING IN NINETEENTH - CENTURY PERIODICALS
Though a vibrant culture of advertising emerged in eighteenth-century America, it
continued to evolve and expand in the nineteenth century, facilitated by new technologies such as steam-powered cylinder presses and stereotyping. It was not until after
the Civil War, however, that primary responsibility for the development of marketing
materials permanently shifted away from printers or publishers working in collaboration with individual advertisers to advertising professionals and agencies that
specialized in the distribution of commercial notices. Newspapers continued to be
the most popular method of disseminating advertising, but the use of trade cards,
catalogs, and other media dramatically expanded as advertisers experimented with new
or updated means of engaging the popular audiences in the nineteenth century.
The general public apparently craved newspaper advertising in the half century
before the Civil War. In his monumental History and Development of Advertising,
Frank Presbrey notes that readers bought penny papers for the advertisements as well
as the news, prompting publishers to insert new advertising as often as possible. In
contrast to advertisements that ran for weeks in the eighteenth century, antebellum
newspapers could add new ones daily; the New York Herald, for example, ran display
lines at the top of advertising columns announcing, "Advertisements Renewed Every
Day" (e.g., 1856: 3). In New York City "after 1847 most of the cheap papers followed
the Herald's lead in requiring advertisers to renew their copy every two weeks thus
stimulating public curiosity "as effectively as crime stories or social gossip" (Henkin
1998: 117). For many readers, the columns of advertising in antebellum newspapers
were as informative as the news articles and editorials. Indeed, advertisements were
sometimes indistinguishable from news items; advertisers designed puff pieces to
appear as though they conveyed news and paid to have them placed amid editorial
selections, though this practice declined by the 1850s as readers grew suspicious and
publishers expressed pride and defended their reputations (115- 16).
As printing technologies advanced in the nineteenth century, advertisements in
newspapers underwent various transformations as well. Steam-powered cylinder
presses multiplied the number of impressions per hour that hand-operated flatbed
presses had produced. In addition, new papermaking methods, including newsprint
produced in an endless sheet, prompted publishers to increase the size of newspapers.
Bigger was considered better and more prestigious. Newspapers published on "blanket
sheets" significantly increased the number of columns and column length (Presbrey
1929: 186). As a result of these factors, newspaper circulation expanded in the
nineteenth century, in terms of frequency of publication, the number of copies printed,
and square inches of text per issue. In turn, increased distribution of newspapers meant
greater exposure for the advertisements printed in them. This was not, however, a
universal experience. For newspapers serving African Americans, for example, "limited
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advertising and faltering subscription lists simply could not support an independent
black newspaper over sustained periods" before the Civil War (DeLombard 2007: 367).
In stark contrast, other newspapers thrived and filled their pages with advertising.
Indeed, "by the 1830s, advertising typically occupied three-quarters of the space of a
daily newspaper. The constant pressure for space led advertising to become less, rather
than more, distinctive in the 1820s and 1830s" (Nerone 2007: 239). To that end,
experiments with innovative graphic design, such as variations of fonts or distinctive
illustrations that served as a particular advertiser's brand, that had increasingly differentiated newspaper advertisements in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
were phased out in the 1840s. Most famously, in 1847 James Gordon Bennett decreed
the New York Herald would simultaneously limit the length of advertisements it carried
and no longer feature engraved images or enlarged capital letters to draw attention to
the first words in advertisements. Similar practices spread to smaller towns and villages,
reducing experimentation in the advertising section and making newspapers on the
whole appear increasingly gray (239). This was only temporary, at least as far as
advertising was concerned. Clever advertisers figured out ways to evade the spirit of
Bennett's intentions while adhering to the letter of the policy. Some used type to create
images, such as Evans' Extensive Overcoat Warehouse's 1856 advertisement that
featured a church spire "built" by repeating the letters in "overcoats" and strategically
positioning them on the page. Robert Bonner, editor of the New York Ledger, experimented with another advertising innovation in the 1850s: iteration copy (1856).
Repeating a brief message for an entire column caught readers' attention (Presbrey
1929: 233, 238). Nearly a century earlier printers like Robert Aitken promoted their
skills by creating broadside advertisements that demonstrated their ability to deploy
type to achieve attractive decorative printing (1779); in the 1850s, advertisers themselves, in addition to printers or publishers, harnessed the possibilities of manipulating
type and layout to create visual sensations to delight readers and entice potential
customers. To that end, the ease of reproducing pictorial advertisements via stereotyping led to "advertising columns [that] pulsed with pictures, typographical variations,
and white space" by the end of the 1860s, even as the rest of the newspaper continued
to exhibit dark and cramped text (Nerone 2007: 239). The eventual creation of pagewide newspaper headlines in the last third of the nineteenth century arose from
experiments in the advertising section in previous decades (242).
Advertising continued to accompany magazines in the nineteenth century, although
conventional wisdom, based in part on memoirs by some of the earliest advertising
agents, holds that magazines were fairly insignificant when it came to advertising
before 1890. Yet "extensive advertising sections in magazines from the 1850s on ...
bring such definitive pronouncements into question" (Lupfer 2007: 255). As we have
already seen, magazines often served as delivery mechanisms for advertising in the
late eighteenth century. They continued to do so in the early nineteenth century
and beyond. During the 1850s, the M erchants' Magaz ine and Commercial Review
and DeBow's Review, two leading business journals, both averaged more than ten
pages of advertising in each issue (255- 6). In addition, a variety of other kinds of
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magazines, from women's periodicals to religious weeklies to agricultural journals,
devised advertising sections that often corresponded to the purpose of the publication.
Although newspapers tended to reach larger audiences, magazines gave advertisers
direct access to potential customers who shared common occupations or interests.
Advertising via magazines, "offered advertisers the opportunity to link reading tastes
with purchasing habits" (256). Although the advertising materials that accompanied
magazines frequently promoted printed materials, they also hawked a variety of other
products, everything from sewing machines and corsets to soap and tooth powder to
cookware and farm implements.
The placement of advertisements in these and other magazines differed dramatically
from today's practice of interspersing marketing material and other content throughout an issue. Starting in the early 1850s, Putnam's inserted an advertising section of up
to sixteen pages, inventively dubbed "Advertiser," at the back of each issue. Similarly,
advertising for assorted monthly magazines consisted of wrappers, inserts, and supplements that were typically excised when subscribers had individual issues bound into
single volumes, not unlike· their eighteenth-century precursors. Whether "such placement served to deemphasize advertisements or to highlight them" (Lupfer 2007: 257),
the business of advertising could not be separated from the publication and distribution of magazines in the nineteenth century any more than it could be in the eighteenth
century. Advertising ephemera delivered with magazines may have been discarded at
some point by subscribers or underappreciated by the first generation of advertising
agents, but that does not negate how extensively they provided avenues for advertisers
to disseminate their commercial messages to consumers.
ADVERTISING BY NINETEENTH-CENTURY PUBLISHERS
In the nineteenth century American publishers continued and expanded other practices inaugurated by printers, booksellers, and other members of the book trades in the
eighteenth century. As the Boston firm of Ticknor and Fields integrated advertising
into their business practices and it took on greater significance, the company devised
increasingly sophisticated means for accounting for advertising expenditures, a recognition that marketing was a necessary expenditure when it came to getting their books
into the hands of popular audiences (Winship 1995). Similarly, the advertising records
of Harper and Brothers, "the largest and perhaps most important publisher in antebellum America," demonstrate the increasing importance that major publishing houses
placed on advertising in the decades prior to the Civil War, especially as railroads
opened up new markets for distributing books and magazines (Zboray 1986: 53- 4).
Between 1849 and 1856, for example, the Harpers more than doubled their expenditures on advertising (59).
In addition to inserting advertisements in newspapers serving local audiences in
faraway places, nineteenth-century publishers also employed agents who interacted
with potential customers. Compared to newspaper notices, it was much more difficult
for consumers to overlook agents who approached them armed with printed
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prospectuses for forthcoming books. Sometimes known as "circular advertisements,"
these prospectuses often had blank spaces for the signatures of those committed to
purchasing the publication being promoted. Those signatures became advertisements
themselves as agents persuaded others to join members of their social networks in
common acts of consumption (Zboray and Zboray 2005: 130-3).
Sending out agents and distributing circular advertisements replicated practices
already in use by the end of the eighteenth century, though they became more popular
and widespread in the nineteenth. That was also the case when it came to publishers
inserting dated catalogs in the books they produced already bound for consumers.
Indeed, "The most inexpensive way to distribute an advertisement for a bookseller's
products was by binding a short catalogue" into his books (Hoeflich 2010: 99). Ticknor
and Fields, for instance, adopted this practice, starting with relatively short catalogs,
only four pages, in the 1840s, but within a decade they grew to eight and, ultimately,
twelve pages. These catalogues were sewn between the leaves of the back endpaper,
making them permanent components of each volume (Winship 1995: 125-6, 182).
This practice stood in contrast to that of many magazine publishers who distributed
advertising sections as ancillary materials intended to be removed before binding. It
also differed from methods utilized by the printers and booksellers in the eighteenth
century who sold unbound books and left it to customers to have the contents, but
usually not catalogs or other advertising, bound according to their own tastes and
budgets. When it came to the binding process, new production technologies had
the additional effect of transforming products-the books-into mechanisms for
perpetually delivering promotional messages because those who purchased bound
books could not excise the advertising without defacing and damaging the books that
contained them.
Publishers distributed an assortment of advertising ephemera and incorporated a
variety of media in their marketing efforts. In addition to the catalogs bound into their
books, they also produced others to distribute separately. Some were as long as 160
pages, offering a much more complete listing of the company's publications (Harper
and Brothers 1847). Some firms even experimented with holiday catalogs, linking
consumer imperatives to Christmas celebrations (Russell, Odiorne 1833). They also
provided bookshops and other distributors with advertising posters, referred to as
"show bills" (e.g., Thomas Nelson and Sons 1854), to incite interest at the point of sale,
a strategy authors sometimes advocated if they felt not enough effort had been made to
sell their books (Zboray and Zboray 2005: 139). Unlike catalogs and posters, some
advertising was not as easily identifiable as deliberate attempts to persuade consumers
to purchase particular books. Publishers of literary magazines exercised editorial
discretion when they inserted puff pieces disguised as reviews. In the 1850s, for
instance, Putnam 's included "Editorial Notes" as a regular feature, one that was
separate from the "Advertiser" section intended to be removed before binding several
issues into a single volume. Each of these overviews of "American Literature and
Reprints" exuberantly described the contents of recently published books and complimented the authors. The "Editorial Notes" also incited interest in magazines by
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previewing the contents of upcoming issues. Readers had less difficulty recognizing
advertisements publishers ran alongside advertisements for other consumer goods and
services in periodicals, including daily newspapers and weekly and monthly magazines.
Not surprisingly, many of these publications heralded from the publishing centers of
Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, but publishers did not restrict their efforts to the
Northeast; they also purchased advertising in periodicals in the Midwest and West,
and, to a lesser degree, in the South (Winship 1995; Zboray 1986). In addition to
popular periodicals, publishers often advertised in book trade periodicals, such as
American Publishers' Circular, to encourage booksellers and other middlemen to
stock and promote their publications. Sensing an opportunity to increase their advertising revenues, newspaper publishers also inserted notices in book trade periodicals to
"call the attention of Book Publishers and others to the advantage of advertising" in
their pages (Ladd 1855). In addition to purchasing advertising space, publishers also
distributed review copies throughout the book trade as well as to periodical editors and
the general public (Winship 1995: 140-1). Finally, some companies sent a series of
circulars through the post office, enlisting a form of direct mail delivered directly to
former and potential customers most likely to be inclined to purchase their books (e.g.,
William Jenks 1847). All in all, nineteenth-century publishers utilized a broad array of
advertising media and methods to encourage popular demand for their books.
The material aspects of texts were increasingly incorporated into advertising rhetoric
in the nineteenth century. Advertisements for devotional literature demonstrate that
readers developed additional expectations of the physical qualities of texts they purchased. For instance, in 1841 the Mother's Journal and Family Visitant's advertising
emphasized its religious content, but two decades later the magazine began to also
promote its materiality, including the quality of the paper and the engraved illustrations (Brown 2007: 274-5). A similar transition took place in the marketing of bibles
between 1770 and 1850. Throughout the nineteenth century, publishers offered products and revised advertisements according to new consumer demands. In the antebellum era, advertisements for bibles underscored "aesthetics rather than textual
accuracy," especially for Harper Brothers' Illuminated and New Pictorial Bible printed
in fifty-four installments between 1843 and 1846; in the press, "Advertisement after
advertisement lauded the appearance of the book, each one finding new heights of
hyperbole" (Perry 2014: 139).
TRADE CARDS, HANDBILLS, POSTERS, AND CAT ALO GS
Not all advertising, however, emanated from the book trades; advertisers in other
industries and occupational groups widely adopted other methods, including broadside
posters, handbills, trade cards and catalogs, to inform consumers of the goods and
services they offered. The period saw a culture of "public reading" in which advertising
played a central role, especially in cities (Henkin 1998: 16-17). City directories, first
published in the final decades of the eighteenth century, began including advertisements in the first decades of the nineteenth century, creating a form of "yellow pages"
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before the telephone was invented. Advertisers distributed innumerable handbills to
urban residents who could choose to read, save, discard, or pass along these marketing
materials they encountered on a daily basis. Some handbills were designed to resemble
paper currency and "could pass easily for money at a quick glance," which almost
certainly attracted the attention and scrutiny of potential customers (163). In striving
to distinguish the true purpose of such clever (or sneaky) advertising, recipients
engaged with the marketing messages more than casually before deciding to reward
such advertisers by visiting their shops, hold on to the bills as part of personal
collections, or discard such "counterfeits" in disgust for wasting their time. The general
public had less control, however, over the posters "plastered all over the city" and
"stuck upon every wall" in the decades immediately before the Civil War (79).
Advertisers competed not only for the attention and patronage of the public but also
for space to post printed appeals to entice customers, frequently discovering that public
spaces were so saturated with posters that they could only make space by pasting new
ones over those already on display.
Handbills that looked like currency represented one innovation in the evolution of
trade cards during the nineteenth century. Recall that a small number of advertisers
distributed trade cards during the second half of the eighteenth century. Most were the
products of copperplate engravers in the new nation's largest urban centers, Boston,
New York, and Philadelphia. During the nineteenth century, however, trade cards
became an ubiquitous form of advertising, especially as the new technology of lithography displaced copperplate engraving. Consequently, "trade cards began to be used by
a wider variety of merchants and manufacturers and appeared over a larger geographical area" (Jay 1987: 13).
The design elements shifted during the era of the early republic as trade cards moved
away from including elaborate rococo designs in favor of incorporating patriotic
symbols. Already underway in the wake of the American Revolution, this trend
intensified in response to the War of 1812 and the events that led up to it. American
eagles and Columbia frequently appeared on trade cards during the first decades of the
nineteenth century as advertisers yoked nationalist sentiment to purchasing the products they sold. For the most part, trade cards delivered such messages visually, inviting
viewers to interpret patriotic symbols themselves. In general, they also tended to
include much less text than many of their eighteenth-century predecessors, often
restricted to the name, occupation, and address of the advertiser. In such instances,
engravers "almost always retained the copper plates from which their jobs had been
printed, and these were undoubtedly reused in a number of ways" (Jay 1987: 13- 14, 16).
This practice anticipated the use of stock trade cards, distributed in large numbers, later in
the century.
Copperplates and less expensive woodcuts eventually faced competition and
displacement from lithography, especially as that black-and-white process gained
popularity during the middle third of the nineteenth century, to be thereafter
complemented by multi-color chromolithography. Whether or not lithographed
advertisements were more effective than their engraved counterparts, the process
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for creating them was often more efficient and less expensive, resulting in greater
circulation of advertising ephemera in the nineteenth century. Lithography possessed
several advantages over copperplate engraving. Artists could prepare lithographic
stones much more quickly and easily than copperplating allowed. Via lithography
"large prints that still had considerable detail could be produced quickly and in
large number," which lent itself to the production of city views, maps, landscapes,
and other art reproductions in addition to advertising ephemera (Jay 1987: 21).
As far as trade cards, posters, and other forms of advertising were concerned,
prior to the Civil War most advertisers could afford only black-and-white lithographs but not the more complicated chromolithographs (26). Indeed, during this
period the most elaborate trade cards came from the lithographers themselves,
just as printers distributed some of the most sophisticated advertisements of the
eighteenth century.
Catalogs that listed goods for sale took many forms. In addition to the format most
familiar to modern consumers, a book-magazine hybrid, eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century advertisers also sometimes described broadsides, broadsheets,
and pamphlets as catalogs. Separately printed lists of merchandise available to be
purchased from producers, suppliers, or retailers qualified as catalogs, whether or not
they included prices, descriptions, or images. As ephemera, relatively few catalogs have
survived in libraries, museums, and other collections, but a glimpse of their heterogeneity can be found in A Guide to American Trade Catalogs that includes three dozen
catalogs distributed in the eighteenth century and more than 500 produced by manufacturers and retailers between 1800 and 1860, not counting another 250 entries from
the book trades (Romaine 1960). Yet it does not reveal the entire landscape of catalogs
that circulated in colonial America and the United States, for by the 1780s, "the metal
manufacturers of Birmingham and Sheffield were already sending out elaborately
illustrated brochures to their agents in France, Italy, Spain, the Americas, and very
probably India and Russia" (Mayor 1960: vii). Although the bulk of the entries shifted
to the United States over time, American retailers and consumers had access to catalogs
from manufacturers in England, France, Germany, and Scotland well into the nineteenth
century (McKinstry 1984). Printers and publishers made use of catalogs most extensively
throughout the eighteenth and the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century, but
entrepreneurs from diverse occupational groups distributed catalogs in sufficient numbers that they certainly became familiar to popular audiences.
In the eighteenth century, consumers could most often consult catalogs for medicines and seeds, though some enterprising retailers and artisans also issued catalogs for
clocks, housewares, hardware, and even surveyor's instruments. The types of goods
advertised in catalogs in the nineteenth century expanded to include practically
anything consumers could be convinced to purchase. The Guide that mostly covers
this later period is divided into no less than sixty-two categories covering virtually every
conceivable good available on the market; a "Miscellany" listed those catalogs that did
not fit into any of the broader categories. Clearly, American readers and consumers
encountered a growing number of catalogs throughout the first two-thirds of the
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nineteenth century that acquainted them with the growing industrialized world of
goods (Zboray and Zboray 1996).
Technological advances over the course of the last century have made it possible to
disseminate advertising broadly to popular audiences via radio, television, and the
Internet, effectively saturating American life and culture with marketing messages.
Some critics may lament those "good old days" when people were not bombarded with
advertising at every turn, but those critics underestimate the volume and reach of
printed advertising media prior to the nineteenth century. Advertising became a part of
American culture and commerce as soon as printers began publishing newspapers in the
early eighteenth century. From those embryonic beginnings advertisers devised new
methods of delivering commercial notices to general audiences who might be convinced
to become customers. Advertising played a significant role in the expansion of the press
throughout the eighteenth and into the nineteenth century, often filling half or more of
the columns in any given newspaper. After the Revolution, magazines also became
delivery mechanisms for advertising, from their wrappers to an assortment of inserts.
Yet periodicals were not the only purveyors of advertising. A variety of printed media
designed to incite demand among consumers circulated in early America, much of it
dominated by printers and members of the book trades in the eighteenth century but
increasingly adopted and adapted by other retailers, wholesalers, producers, and suppliers
in the nineteenth century. Trade cards, for instance, were familiar to colonists, but they
became ubiquitous in the antebellum era. Broadside posters, handbills, and catalogs also
gained in popularity as advertisers competed for the attentions of the public. Although
most advertising was stark and easily identified, some could also be exceptionally subtle,
such as puff pieces surreptitiously inserted in newspapers or trade cards virtually indistinguishable from paper currency. Taking all of these into account, Americans increasingly found themselves surrounded by advertising in the decades before the Civil War.
Printed advertisements pervaded American culture long before the first advertising
agencies were established or Madison Avenue became the center of the industry.
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